
Professionalism and 

Safety Culture

Robert Sumwalt

AsBAA Safety Summit 2020



Professionalism: 

Maintaining the 

right attitude





An Impressive Operation



An Impressive Operation

• Full time crew 

• Impeccable maintenance 

• High training standards

• Going above minimum standards 

• Positive audit comments



Positive Audit Comments

• “The SMS of this operator is well-developed”

• “Best practices are consistently employed in all facets of the program”

• “Continuous SMS improvement is actively pursued”

• “The Flight Ops Manual is remarkably well-written and comprehensive”

• “Safety culture within the department is shared among all team 

members”

• “Open reporting of hazards is consistently encouraged by management”

• “Solid safety program, maturing nicely” 



Gulfstream G-IV Crash

Bedford, MA 

May 31, 2014

7 Fatalities  





NTSB Investigation Found

• The flight crew failed to disengage the gust lock.

• None of the five 
manufacturer 
specified-checklists 
were verbalized on 
the accident flight. 

• No complete flight 
control check for 
173 of the past 
175 flights. 



1000 m 1750 m 2133 m 2438 m





Probable Cause

• “The flight crewmembers’ failure to perform the flight 
control check before takeoff, their attempt to take off 
with the gust lock system engaged, and their 
delayed execution of a rejected takeoff after they 
became aware that the controls were locked.” 

• “Contributing to the accident were the flight crew’s 
habitual noncompliance with checklists…”

ALSO

• A gust lock/throttle interlock system that did not meet 
certification standards. 



The big question:

WHY WOULD AN EXPERIENCED 

FLIGHT CREW PERFORM THIS WAY?



Procedural Drift

• “When flight crewmembers perform a routine check 
repeatedly over a long period of time and never 
encounter an example of its effectiveness as a 
safety protection, they may experience a decreased 
perception of the check’s importance.” 

• “As a result, they may begin to skip the check and 
reallocate their efforts toward other goals that they 
regard as more important.” 



• “Such changes can lead to the development of 

new group norms about what is expected and 

an increasing mismatch between written 

guidance and actual operating practice.”

• “This increasing mismatch has been described 

as ‘procedural drift’.” 

Procedural Drift
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How does it sound? 









SAFETY CULTURE

Predicting a Future of Safety



Zaleski, Ohio
January 2019



Near Santa Fe, NM
June 2009



“Safety culture is the core values and behaviors 

resulting from a collective commitment by leaders and 

individuals to emphasize safety over competing goals 

to ensure protection of people and the environment.”

Source: U.S. Nuclear Regulatory Commission

Safety Culture is:



Do you have a good safety culture?



Do you have a good safety culture?

• “… it is worth pointing out that if you are convinced that your 

organization has a good safety culture, you are almost 

certainly mistaken.” 

• “… a safety culture is something that is striven for but rarely 

attained…”

• “… the process is more important than the product.”

- James Reason, “Managing the Risks of Organizational Accidents.”



“Good can be Bad”

• With good safety performance, 

people/organizations can easily become 

complacent. 

• Don’t ever believe that a lack of accidents 

means you are “safe.”

• To counter this complacency, there must be a 

leadership obsession with continuous 

improvement.
- Courtesy of Jim Schultz 



A Few Tips to Avoid This 
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Negative Publicity Avoidance 



“You never know on which flight your 

career will be judged.” 



Your name here   (?)
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Take the Most Conservative Approach



De-ice? Don’t de-ice

What to do?

Divert? Continue?

Add more fuel? Risk min fuel

landing?

Take the most conservative approach 
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SOP Adherence



Pilot Flying  (PF) adherence to procedure
Other operational procedural

considerations
Pilot Not  Flying (PNF/PM) adherence to

procedure
Embedded piloting skills

Design improvement
Captain or instructor pilot exercise

of authority
Maintenance or inspection action

Approach path stability
ATC system performance
First officer’s cross-check

performance as non-flying pilot

Go-around decision

Runway hazards

Percentage of Accidents

2010 30 40Primary Factor 50 60

Each bar represents the percentage of 
hull-loss accidents that contained at 
least one instance of the listed 
prevention strategy.

138 Accidents 5,686 Fatalities

Accident Prevention Strategies

Hull-loss Accidents over 10 Year Period 

Source: Boeing study of accident prevention strategies



Intentional non-compliance leads 

to other problems

• LOSA data revealed that, compared to crews 

who followed SOPs, crewmembers who 

intentionally deviated from procedures:  

– averaged making 3 times more errors

– mismanaged more errors

– found themselves in more undesired aircraft 

situations
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Be Professional 



What is a professional?

• A mindset

• Precise checklist usage

• Precise callouts

• Precise compliance with SOPs and regulations

• Staying abreast and current with knowledge and 
skills

• The ability and willingness to say 
“I don’t know” or “I am wrong”



Professionalism

Doing the right things, 

even when no one is watching. 
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“Learn from the mistakes of 

others. You won’t live long 

enough to make them all 

yourself.” 

Free Lesson






